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For Annabel
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PURPLE BERRIES

PHOENIX WOKE UP EARLY AND decided to go look for some food. He’d actually never ventured out of the nest, which was in a hole about a third of the way up a pine tree, but he had poked his head out to watch his parents go foraging. They descended the tree headfirst, so he assumed this was how it was done. But when he got out onto the bark and turned that way, he started trembling, and his left whiskers twitched uncontrollably. He turned himself the other way. The trembling and twitching stopped. He supposed he could descend tailfirst, but that struck him as ignominious. Might there be tasty seeds in some of those pine cones up the tree?

He started to climb—and found he was a natural at it. But the higher he went, the skinnier the pine got. And the bark grew smoother, harder to grip. Then, to make matters worse, the tree began swaying—more than those around it.

Phoenix looked up and saw why. Their pine poked above the others, exposing it more to the wind. But this wasn’t necessarily all bad. The topmost pine cones looked within easy reach, and there was something appealing in the idea of being above everyone else. But on his final push he made the rookie mistake of looking down.
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A few weeks ago, as a newborn, he’d clung to his nursing mother, but that was nothing compared to how he clung to the skinny tree now. The needle-strewn ground was so far away! However, the wind gradually died down, and as the tree grew more stable, his panic turned to disgust. What kind of tree squirrel was afraid of heights? He lifted his eyes and edged upward.

Once perched on the highest branch, he was so pleased with himself that he even forgot he was hungry. What a view! Beyond the woods to the west was a town with buildings and steeples even higher than his pine. To the south, ponds and wetlands glimmered in the morning sun. Rising out of a newly planted cornfield to the north were giant towers carrying power lines on their steel shoulders. To the east, toward the sun, a bridge crossed a boat-speckled bay to a spit of land crowded with beach houses. Beyond that, an endless, silvery sea.

“Phoenix!”

Phoenix looked down again, but this time only three branches down. There was his father, Rupert, looking very stern—or trying to, anyway. Phoenix had assumed his family was asleep when he’d slipped out of the nest, but in fact his father had seen him. However, Rupert had done nothing to stop him. For much of March and all of April he’d dragged food home for the kits. Now that it was May he figured it was high time they got out and foraged for themselves. But then his mate had woken up, noticed a head missing, and had a fit.

“Get down here!” Rupert said.

Phoenix gulped and started a pathetic, tail-first descent. When he followed his father back into the nest, his mother gasped with relief.

“I thought you might have fallen out and broken your skull!” she cried.

“Hardly,” Rupert said. “He went all the way to the top.”

“What! Phoenix, you’re only ten weeks old!”

“We’re very disappointed in you,” said Rupert. “You could have been picked off up there. Remember what we told you about birds of prey?”

Phoenix’s brothers sniffed reprovingly, but Phoenix didn’t mind. Though his father said he was disappointed in him, the gleam in his eyes said otherwise.

As the weeks went by, it became clear that Phoenix was the pick of the litter. He was the biggest of the bunch, with the most lustrous fur—a luminous golden-brown on his back, pure white on his belly—and by far the bushiest tail. He was the most venturesome, too, and was first to move out and find a hole of his own. It was only a few trees away. Squirrels generally spend their lives within a mile or two of where they’re born. So he still saw a good deal of his family, often going to forage with his father. The central part of their woods was mostly pines, but the outer fringes had lots of oaks and walnuts and hickories. Rupert got a kick out of showing him which nuts and acorns were best and how to cache them cleverly so birds and chipmunks wouldn’t find them.

Phoenix also became quite popular with his sisters’ girlfriends. He considered most of them empty-headed, but one named Giselle made an impression on him. She had an adorable white blaze on her snout and was always carrying on about a young squirrel named Tyrone, whom Phoenix took an instinctive dislike to. Tyrone was reputed to live in a stump in the north end of the woods, and one day when Phoenix was poking around for food in that vicinity, they crossed paths. To his dismay, Tyrone’s fur was every bit as shiny as his. His tail might have been even bushier.

“Huh,” Tyrone said after they introduced themselves. “I always thought Phoenix was a girl’s name.”

Phoenix’s fur prickled. “You live in a stump?” he said.

“Only when I’m slumming in the woods,” Tyrone said.

Phoenix wasn’t sure what this meant, but the next time he ran into his sisters’ crew, Giselle explained that Tyrone had a second home.

“The attic of a house in town,” she said. “Guess what he does there!”

“What?” Phoenix said unenthusiastically.

“Shinnies down a rain gutter at night and raids the humans’ pantry! You wouldn’t believe the cool stuff he brings back. Ever had golden raisins? Or smoked almonds? Last time he brought back red licorice!”

Phoenix had never had golden raisins, smoked almonds, or red licorice. In fact, he’d never seen a human. When he mentioned this to his father, Rupert assured him he hadn’t missed anything.

“Tyrone raids their pantry,” Phoenix complained.

“Is Tyrone a rat?”

“He’s a squirrel, my age. What’s a rat?”

“You don’t want to know.”

Phoenix did want to know. It bruised his self-esteem to have such gaping holes in his knowledge. He kept pestering his father until one day Rupert, who loved a good laugh, stopped by Phoenix’s tree and called up, “How about a little sightseeing, son?”

If no one was around, Phoenix climbed down his tree rump-first, but with his father watching he used a technique he’d been perfecting of going round and round the trunk at a slight downward angle. When he reached the pine straw, he explained that he’d been checking the bark for caterpillars.

Rupert, amused, led him out the west end of the woods into a dry meadow. This provided more amusement. It was a minefield of whirring grasshoppers that kept making Phoenix jump.

Beyond the meadow was a road. “Hilliard Boulevard,” Rupert told him.

As Phoenix reached out to test Hilliard Boulevard’s ominously black surface with a paw, Rupert yanked him backward. There was a terrifying roar as something enormous whooshed by in a blur.

“See it?” Rupert asked.

“What?”

“The human.”

“That was a human?”

Phoenix couldn’t believe how huge the humans were, and how fast. But Rupert explained that the human was inside the contraption. When another similar contraption roared by, Phoenix again missed seeing the human inside.

“What are they doing in those things?” he asked.

“Trying to squash us,” Rupert explained.

“What do you mean?”

After scanning the sky for birds of prey, Rupert led him along the side of the road till they came to a grayish stain on the pavement. Only when Phoenix made out the ringed tail attached to it did he realize it was the remains of a raccoon.

“Do the humans do that to squirrels, too?” he asked, appalled.

“Ask your great-aunt Flo,” Rupert said with a sigh. “Sweet as the day is long, Uncle Frank was.”

Phoenix’s great-aunt Flo was a legendary figure in the woods, so wise that squirrels made pilgrimages up her white birch to ask her advice. But this was the first Phoenix had heard about her flattened mate. Gruesome as it was to think of, it only intensified his desire to see what these human assassins looked like.

Rupert climbed a fencepost, looked both ways, and hopped back down. After scanning the sky, he gave a nod, and the two of them dashed across Hilliard Boulevard. On the other side they made their way along the shoulder, weaving through thistles and milkweed and trash. Soon another road crossed the first—another Hilliard Boulevard, Phoenix assumed. They turned right and pattered along underneath a hedge as sparrows and wrens twittered overhead.

The hedge ended at a third Hilliard Boulevard. This one was square-shaped and full of the monstrous killing machines, though here they were parked diagonally and were mercifully standing still. Giving them a wide berth, Phoenix and his father started across a stretch of grass where every blade had been chewed down to exactly the same length. There wasn’t a deer in sight, but there must have been scads around.

The two squirrels stopped at a chain-link fence that separated them from the most horrifying creatures Phoenix had ever seen. Some were splashing around in a square pond. Others were lolling on the grass.

“Humans?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“Their watering hole,” Rupert said.

The humans were not easy on the eye. They had no tails at all, and some dreadful disease had eaten away most of their fur. Rupert explained that their furlessness accounted for the gaudy rags they wore around their midsections.

“You’d think they’d cover up those bellies, too,” Phoenix murmured.

“They’re great eaters,” Rupert said, pointing at a crowded concession stand.
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Phoenix’s nose quivered.

“Hungry?” Rupert asked.

Phoenix was always hungry. They circled around behind the stand, where Rupert pointed out a line of large containers where the humans dumped food they didn’t eat.

“May we have some?” Phoenix asked.

“Help yourself. But you might want to look before you leap.”

Rupert tried not to smile as he watched his son hop from a bushel basket onto the rim of one of the containers. Phoenix pulled out something odorless and held it up.

“Newspaper,” Rupert said. “Inedible.”

Phoenix jumped to the next container. This one was half full of savory-smelling things. But as he was about to drop down for a feast, he spotted a grayish worm wiggling among the goodies. When a creature came slithering out of the mound of food, Phoenix nearly tumbled backward. The worm was its tail  ! The creature wasn’t oversize or repulsively furless like the humans, but there was something nasty about its cropped gray coat and beady eyes and pointed snout. Worst of all was the naked worm-tail. Phoenix turned and dropped back down to the ground.

“Lost your appetite?” Rupert said, succumbing to his smile.

“There’s this disgusting thing in there!”

“You said you wanted to see a rat.”

They headed home, Rupert nicely entertained, Phoenix’s horizons sufficiently broadened for one day. When they got to the final Hilliard Boulevard, there was no fencepost to climb, so Rupert crept to the edge of the hard, black surface and pressed his ear against it.

“All clear,” he pronounced, and they dashed across.

*  *  *

That evening, as Phoenix was settling into his nest, he heard tittering and poked his head out of his hole. Down below, one of his brothers was walking with one of his sisters.

“Where were you?” Phoenix asked.

“Watching Tyrone,” his sister said, looking up dreamily.

“What an aerialist!” his brother gushed.

“What a squirrel,” his sister said with a sigh.

This left a sour taste in Phoenix’s mouth, but it also piqued his curiosity, and late the next afternoon, while he was nibbling some purple berries, he spotted Giselle’s silvery tail in a posse of young squirrels heading north. He shadowed them. They stopped at the edge of the woods and stood around chattering. When the sun began to set, they ventured out under the open sky, climbing a split-rail fence and sitting in a row on the top rail. Phoenix snuck over and climbed onto the lower rail. Beyond a dirt road was the cornfield he’d seen from the top of his parents’ pine.

Suddenly Giselle cried, “Look, there he is!”

Phoenix figured the game was up. But she wasn’t looking down at him. Nobody was. They all seemed to be focused on the steel pylons rising above the cornfield. Squinting, Phoenix made out a figure on one of the power lines stretched between two of the towers.

It was definitely Tyrone, his bushy tail silhouetted against the darkening sky. The mere thought of tightrope-walking at such a height curdled Phoenix’s stomach. And Tyrone did more than tightrope walk. He burst into a sprint, racing the whole length of a cable from one pylon to the next. The squirrels on the top rail shrieked with delight. A catbird perched on one of the fence posts whistled in admiration.

“Is he the most stupendous squirrel ever, or what?” cried Giselle.

As the squirrels joined in a chorus of agreement, Phoenix felt as if he was going to be sick. Really sick. Were the purple berries poisonous? When a retching sound escaped him, the squirrels on the top rail all peered down.

“Hey, it’s Phoenix,” said one of his sisters.

“What are you doing here?” asked one of his brothers.

“By the look of it,” said Giselle, “he’s puking.”
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RED LICORICE

EVEN AS A NEWBORN PHOENIX had never thrown up. His mother had remarked on it. But now a purplish goo spewed out of his mouth.

He dropped to the ground and fled into the woods. He managed to snag an oak leaf without breaking stride, but as he was wiping his snout, he smacked into a rock and landed sprawled on the ground. Lifting his head, he heard chortling. Two chipmunks were enjoying the spectacle from a nearby log. The pair cheered extravagantly as he dragged himself to his feet. Humiliation complete, Phoenix staggered on to his tree, climbed to his hole, and curled up in his nest like a kit.

Of course, he couldn’t sleep. His only hope, in fact, was that he was asleep already and having a terrible dream. He thumped the side of his head with a paw. This didn’t wake him up. Neither did poking himself with a pine needle. The nightmare was real. He’d blown his berries in front of Giselle and everyone else.

After a while he heard claws on the bark of his tree.

“Phoenix?” came a concerned voice. “Are you all right?”

His youngest sister peered into his hole. She was the runt of the litter and the sweetest of the bunch.

“Just ate some bad berries,” he muttered.

“Can I get you anything?”

“Thanks, but no.” Then he swallowed his pride and asked if Giselle had commented on his “performance.”

“Not yours,” she said. “Just Tyrone’s.”

This did not lift his spirits.

In the course of the first sleepless night of his life, Phoenix came to a bitter conclusion. He could never show his face again unless he climbed one of those towers and did a high-wire act of his own. He knew why Tyrone chose the end of the day. Birds of prey couldn’t see as well at sunset—except maybe owls—and the semi-darkness added to the drama. So he would have to do it at sunset.

He stayed holed up that day. His youngest sister dropped by midafternoon with an acorn, but the thought of the skinny cable so high above the ground had wrecked his appetite. When he finally ventured out, at twilight, a lot of squirrels were heading north, which made him think Tyrone might be at it again. But instead of trailing them he made his way to a half-rotted log that collected rainwater, and scrubbed his snout in case it was still vomit-stained. After that he dawdled some more. By the time he got to the northern edge of the woods, the sun had sunk behind a cloud bank. He crept out under the fence where the squirrels and the catbird were perched. The only creatures he could see on the power lines were a couple of redwing blackbirds. But when he checked the two nearest pylons, he spotted a squirrel making his way up one of them.

“Why does he have a rope over his shoulder?” came a voice from above.

“It’s red licorice,” Giselle said knowledgably. “Probably for quick energy.”

Taking a deep breath, Phoenix got a bead on the other tower and shot across the dirt road into the cornfield. The corn was thick and high, so it was quite dark at the base of the stalks, but today he kept his wits about him. He hurdled a garter snake and spooked a family of buntings, but managed not to run into anything.

When he reached one of the legs of the tower, however, he found he couldn’t sink his claws into the steel. Assessing the situation, he saw that the crisscrossing braces formed a sort of ladder, and he started clambering upward, rung by rung. By the time he reached the spot where the tower’s legs came together, two thirds of the way up, his heart was beating so fast he had to stop. He knew better than to look down. But when he looked up, there was Tyrone, out on one of the cables—using the red licorice as a jump rope! At first Phoenix was agog in spite of himself. Then he had an evil inspiration.

Two crossbars crowned the tower, each supporting two cables. Tyrone was on one of the higher cables. When Phoenix made it to the lower crossbar, the way up was blocked by a large metal box. But it was mounted on one side of the pylon, so by shifting to the other side he was able to climb the last harrowing stretch. The top of the metal box, level with the top crossbar, gave him a safe place to squat and catch his breath as he took in the spectacular view. Beyond the lit-up beach houses on the spit to the east, a silver trail led to a full moon rising over the ocean, while in the other direction the town glowed under a brilliant, berry-stained sky. But his focus soon narrowed to Tyrone’s cable. If he could just give it a good jiggle, the miserable show-off might lose his balance and fall. But would he dare do it?

As Phoenix was working up his nerve to crawl out to the end of crossbar, the wind stiffened. He had to grab the side of the box to keep from blowing off. And it wasn’t just a gust. The wind grew stronger and stronger, blowing the fur flat against his back.

He heard a shriek. Tyrone wasn’t jumping rope anymore—he was dangling from the cable by his forepaws! The wind was blowing him almost sideways. With another shriek Tyrone lost his grip.

Phoenix had wanted Tyrone to fall off, but the reality of it left him horrorstruck. Then he heard a third shriek. Peering over the edge of the box, he saw that Tyrone hadn’t fallen all the way to the ground. He’d managed to catch one of the lower cables. He was hanging off it upside down, clinging with all four paws. Forgetting the wind, Phoenix hustled bottom-first down to the lower crossbar and squirmed out to the cable.
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“Here!” he cried.

Tyrone looked around in surprise and started clawing his way up the sagging cable. But as he neared the crossbar, his back paws lost their grip, leaving him dangling by only his forepaws.

“Grab my tail!” Phoenix yelled.

Clutching the crossbar, Phoenix set his back paws on the precarious cable and lowered his tail. But he wasn’t prepared for Tyrone actually grabbing it. The extra weight nearly broke his grip—nearly, but not quite. With a supreme effort Phoenix pulled himself fully onto the crossbar, and Tyrone scrambled up beside him.

“We’ve got to . . . get out of this . . . this gale!” Tyrone panted, and he hopped toward the metal box.

An insulated cable ran into the box through an opening on the side. There was just enough room for a squirrel to squeeze through, and Phoenix wriggled in behind Tyrone. As Phoenix’s eyes adjusted to the interior darkness, he made out various wires and switches and circuits.

Tyrone, perched on one of the switches, was gaping at him. “What the heck are you doing up here?”

Phoenix settled on a coil of wire. “I was curious to see what it was like,” he said, not entirely untruthfully.

“Well, you saved my life, squirrel!”

He had, hadn’t he? He found himself disliking Tyrone a little less. The box made a fine shelter from the storm, and the two of them huddled there till the wind stopped whistling in the opening. When they squeezed out, it was full-fledged night. Tyrone headed straight down the tower. Phoenix used his round-and-round technique. When he reached the bottom, he was chagrined to find the whole gang there to greet him. But before anyone could make a crack about his odd method of descent, Tyrone slapped him on the back and said, “This guy saved my fur!”

“We saw!” Giselle cried.

“That’s my brother,” Phoenix’s oldest sister confided to a friend.

On the way back through the cornfield, squirrels vied to walk next to Phoenix. He barely felt the ground under his paws. Yesterday’s humiliation was totally forgotten. He’d become a hero without even having to go tightrope-walking!

Back in the woods Tyrone ducked into the hole in his stump. He darted back out and dropped four nuts into Phoenix’s paw.

“Small token of my thanks,” he said.

The delicious smell made Phoenix’s nose twitch. “What are they?” he asked.

“Smoked almonds. If you ever want more, just ask.”

Tyrone thanked him again, said goodnight, and retired back into his stump. The rest of them drifted into the pines, Giselle falling in at Phoenix’s side. He figured she wanted one of the smoked almonds, but when he offered her one, she said she never ate right before bed.

“Though I’m so wound up,” she added, “I doubt I’ll sleep.”

He was wound up too. When she asked if he’d be interested in seeing her favorite spot, he said he’d love to.

“Meet me in a few at the burial ground,” she said, and scampered off.

Seeing as he wasn’t going to bed yet, he figured it would be okay to sample an almond. It was so tasty that he ate two more on the way back to his tree. He stashed the last one in his nest before heading for the burial ground.

This was at the very south end of the woods, just above the wetlands, where the soil was softest. It seemed a strange favorite spot, but Giselle was waiting for him by one of the stone markers, her fur neatly brushed. Before he could ask if one of her ancestors lay under the marker, she was scurrying out of the woods. He’d never been in the wetlands before, but he didn’t hesitate, bounding beside her through the reeds. At first the reeds made a dry, rustling sound. Then they turned greener and quieter.

When he and Giselle emerged on the bank of a small pond, he realized this must be her favorite spot. It was beautiful.

“Look, another moon,” he said, pointing at the water.

The moon was high in the sky now, and its twin glowed deep in the pond. There were stars down there too.

“Those are reflections, silly,” Giselle said. She leaned out over the water. “See, there’s me.”

He leaned out as well. There she was! And him, too! He smiled at himself. He shifted around so his tail was over the water. It looked quite impressive.

“You have a wonderful tail,” she said, as if on cue. “In the sunlight you can see a little auburn in it.”

“Thanks,” he said modestly.

In the past Tyrone had been all Giselle talked about, but as they crouched there by the pond, she kept bringing the conversation around to him, Phoenix. It was delightful. So was exchanging soulful looks. Just as he was wondering if she might want to brush whiskers, she settled the issue by doing just that. It was so nice that later, when they were saying goodnight back in the woods, they did it again.

*  *  *

Phoenix didn’t get up the next day till the sun was high in the sky. It was the latest he’d ever slept, and he was so ravenous that he spent the whole afternoon foraging and eating. On the way back to his pine he thought of making a detour to the pond—it would be nice to check out his reflection in the daylight—but as he veered south he ran into a cousin of his who surprised him with the news that Tyrone was going tightrope-walking again.

“Why?” Phoenix asked.

“His licorice.”

Phoenix followed his cousin to the north end of the woods. Most of the young squirrels were there already, Tyrone and Giselle included, Tyrone staring grimly out at the cornfield. High above it his rope of red licorice was draped over one of the power cables. It must have caught there when he got blown off. To Tyrone it seemed like a badge of shame.

As soon as the sun began to set, Tyrone marched determinedly into the cornfield. Phoenix followed the others out to the fence and perched by Giselle on the top rail. When they spotted a bushy tail on one of the towers, Phoenix commented that it took guts for Tyrone to go back up there.

“Let’s just hope you don’t have to rescue him again,” Giselle said, bumping shoulders.

The licorice was dangling from the same top cable Tyrone had started out on yesterday, and Phoenix couldn’t help admiring the way he scampered right out onto the power line without a moment’s hesitation. On the other hand, the way he wrapped the licorice around his waist three times and tied it off with a flourish seemed a touch flamboyant. So Phoenix wasn’t sorry when Tyrone had to stop to catch his balance on his way back to the tower.

“Oops,” said one of the squirrels when Tyrone had to catch his balance a second time.

“I hope it’s not getting windy up there again,” said Phoenix’s youngest sister.

The wind generally died down at sunset, but for the second day in a row the sunset seemed to be fueling it. The cornfield began to ripple. The power lines swayed. Tyrone was grasping his with all fours now, struggling to reach the pylon. Phoenix had the horrible thought that he might be expected to go back up there to help him. But Tyrone made it to the top crossbeam on his own, then scrambled down the far side of the metal box and slipped inside to wait out the blow.

“What’s in there, anyway?” Giselle asked.

“Human things,” Phoenix said knowledgeably.

Off to the west the town’s glow was brightening. To the east a mist-veiled moon was rising over the lit-up beach houses. But the picturesqueness didn’t keep the young squirrels from growing bored.

“I’m over this peanut gallery,” said one, dropping to the ground.

Others followed suit. Phoenix liked the idea of heading to the pond but figured Giselle would want to stick around to make sure Tyrone got down in one piece. When someone suggested he’d probably dozed off up there, however, Phoenix broached his idea.

“If you want,” said Giselle. “But it’s not as good when it’s windy like this. If the water’s not smooth, you can’t see yourself very clearly.”

Just as Phoenix was agreeing that it made sense to postpone, the town lights all went dark. So did the beach houses. The only light left came from the shrouded moon.

“Do the humans all go to bed at exactly the same time?” someone wondered.

No one knew. But the scraping of the corn stalks in the dark made their fur crawl, and the last of them soon abandoned the fence. Phoenix walked Giselle to her tree and brushed whiskers goodnight.

*  *  *

In the morning he woke up hungry, as usual, and dug the fourth smoked almond out of a nook. It was so yummy he decided to take Tyrone up on his offer of more. When he got to the stump, the catbird was perched on it.

“Is Tyrone home?” he asked.

The catbird shook her head.

“Out foraging?” Phoenix asked.

“He never goes foraging,” said the catbird. “His larder’s always full. Last week he gave me three golden raisins.”

“Is he at his townhouse?”

“He never came down from that tower.”

Phoenix looked out at the fence and the field beyond. The corn stalks weren’t swaying anymore. “I guess he needed to catch up on his sleep,” he said.

“You could put it that way,” the catbird said.

“What do you mean?” Phoenix said, struck by the bird’s dark tone.

“He’s dead,” said the bird.

“Dead?” Phoenix said incredulously. “What makes you say that?”

“I flew up and looked.”

For a moment Phoenix just stared out at the nearest pylon. Had Tyrone been flattened like the raccoon his father showed him? What could have flattened him up there?

“I don’t believe you,” he said at last.

The bird ruffled its feathers. “Check for yourself.”
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SMOKED ALMONDS

PHOENIX’S PARENTS HAD DRUMMED INTO his head never to leave the woods alone in the daylight, so he went to hunt down his father. He finally found him, paws on hips, frowning at a hole between two roots of a swamp maple.

“What’s the matter?” Phoenix asked.

“Chipmunks,” Rupert muttered. “That was one of my biggest caches.”

Phoenix sympathized, then told him about Tyrone.

“Dead?” Rupert said dubiously.

Phoenix led him back to the vacant stump and pointed at the tower.

“Why would he be stupid enough to climb up there?” Rupert asked.

“You’d be surprised,” said the catbird, alighting on the stump. “He’s not the only one.”

Phoenix stared daggers at the bird, who quickly fluttered off into a scrub oak. Turning to his father, Phoenix said, “Tyrone may be a showboat, but we’ve got to see if he’s dead or alive.”

Rupert scanned the sky carefully before giving the okay to make a dash for the cornfield. On the way up the tower Rupert stopped to do five more sky scans, which struck Phoenix as overkill. The biggest bird in sight was a blue jay.

When they reached the metal box, Phoenix acted as if he’d never seen it close up.

“Hey, look, there’s a way in over here,” he called out.

He let his father go first, then wriggled in after. When his eyes adjusted, it was a relief to see Tyrone looking fine, asleep in a corner with the licorice still around his waist. When Phoenix called his name, however, Tyrone didn’t respond. Nor did he react to being shaken. Rupert examined him and declared forlornly that the catbird was right.

“But he’s not flattened,” Phoenix said.

“You don’t have to be flattened to be dead, son.”

“So—what killed him?” Phoenix asked in alarm.

Rupert had no clue. “Your great-aunt Flo might have an idea,” he said. “Go get her. And be careful.”

Phoenix suspected this was a fool’s errand. Knowledgeable as she was, his great aunt was the oldest squirrel he knew, and he seriously doubted she would be able to climb the steel tower. But he went, and when he got to her white birch, he wondered if he might be mistaken. Her hole was near the very top, and she clearly got up and down from there.

Phoenix’s nest, like most squirrels’, was made of leaves and grass, but Great-Aunt Flo’s was lined with the same sort of newspaper he’d seen in the container near the humans’ watering hole. When he poked his head in, it was almost as if she’d been expecting him.

“Ah, Phoenix,” she said, smoothing her whiskers back against her graying snout. “Let me guess. Love problems.”

“Er, no,” he said. “My father asked me to get you.”

“Having marital issues, is he?”

“No, it’s about Tyrone. He’s a young squirrel who—”

“I know Tyrone. Is it getting too much for him, splitting his time between the woods and the town?”
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